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THE EVILS OF EARLY MARRIAGES. 

BY CTKUS EDSON, M. D., HEALTH COMMISSIONER OF THE CITY OF 

NEW YORK. 



The evil effect of early marriages, first on the mothers, and 
second on the offspring, is beginning to attract the attention of 
scientific men in many parts of the world. It is only within the 
last hundred years that people have understood the value of sta- 
tistics, and have learned how to keep them. It was formerly be- 
lieved that it was impossible to predicate, with any certainty, any- 
thing about men and women, because the impossibility of know- 
ing beforehand what any individual would do was apparent. We 
have found, however, while this remains true of the individual, 
that a number of persons will act in precisely the same way, and 
that we can prophesy for the mass without fear of failure. 

The value of statistics, though great in sociological matters, 
is yet greater in those which affect the health or life. While it 
is true that we cannot say of any one man when he will die, we can 
with perfect confidence say what proportion of a thousand men 
of the same age will have died ten years from now. More than 
this, we can declare almost absolutely what percentage of a thou- 
sand babies will have measles or croup. In the same way, we 
can tell beforehand what effect on those children certain known 
acts in the lives of the parents will have. Given men and 
women who have been exposed to certain influences on the 
health, as, for example, living in crowded tenement-houses, and 
we can say what will be the diseases which the children of 
those men and women will develop. 

There are certain inherited abnormal tendencies, just as there 
are certain inherited diseases. By tendencies I mean conditions 
of mind and body, that manifest themselves in physical and 
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mental deficiencies. These, as a rule, come from the mother's 
side. If the mother be not fully developed and her character not 
fully formed at the time of the birth of her child, the latter will 
in all probability never be capable of full development. It will be 
a weakling, morally and physically. It has long been a recognized 
fact, even among the people at large, that the children of older 
parents are wiser and better than those of youthful parents. 

Child-bearing is one of the most severe drains on strength of 
which we have any knowledge; and for this, nature stores up in 
the mother a very great amount of reserve strength. Not only 
this, but the girl will, if she be in good health, accumulate much 
greater latent energy and strength than will her brother. It may 
be easily understood, however, that this accumulation is not 
made until after the girl has had her growth, because, up to 
that time, she must not only satisfy the daily need of strength, 
but she must also provide the material for growth. As the 
majority of girls cease to grow after they are seventeen, it is 
from this age on that this storing up of the reserve strength 
which will enable them to undergo the physical strain of mother- 
hood takes place. Consequently, it is apparent that when a 
girl is married before the reserve has been gathered, she is called 
on to meet the physical strain without the necessary force. This 
can only result in one way, because the draught of the growing 
offspring on her strength will not be denied. Strength that is 
vital to her being is drawn on, and she is sacrificed in order that 
her child may be born. 

The only career open to girls in European countries for many 
centuries has been marriage. The father has supported his 
daughters until they have become women, and has then expected 
them to marry into homes of their own. As a matter of course, 
since it is the function of the majority of women in this world to 
bear children, this demand then made that these girls should 
marry has had nothing unnatural about it ; it has been the result 
of a natural law. But it brought with it the feeling that the girls 
must marry, no matter whether they wished to do so or not. It 
created for them one ideal — marriage ; it logically attached a 
stigma to the title of "old maid," and, with equal logic, made 
it, not exactly disgraceful, but certainly " bad form," for a girl to 
do anything to support herself. To further intensify the latter 
feeling, the pressure of overpopulation played its part. In homely 
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words, there was not work enough for the boys and girls both, and 
the boys were believed to have the first claim on what there was. 
In return for this, they were expected to support the half that did 
not work for the daily bread. Of course, in their homes and in 
the care of their children, the women did their full share of the 
labor. But the fact remained that they were not allowed to work 
in any other way. 

It is not a little amusing, although it is perfectly natural, 
to find that Mr. Walter Besant, in his articles on this country, 
has applied those laws or natural rules under which he has lived 
his life, to affairs as he sees them here. He laments the free- 
dom of American girls to enter the field of labor and to compete 
with men, and he points out as what he believes will be the 
result, that the men will be debarred from working. It is prob- 
ably not possible for Mr. Besant to understand that the natural 
resources of the United States have not yet seen one-tenth of 
their development, and that in this country there is work, there- 
fore, for many times the population we have. In point of fact, 
it is the demand for labor, the demand for more hands and brains 
to do the work, that has opened all fields of industry in America 
to women. The enfranchisement of these women is due primarily 
to the need for more people to do the ever-increasing mass of 
work. It must not be forgotten that we have forces under our 
control to-day which enable us to wrest far more from the natural 
resources of the country and to utilize the raw material to an 
extent and in a way that the world has never seen before. While 
these forces have more than doubled the effectiveness of each 
human being, they have perhaps more than quadrupled the possi- 
ble result to be derived from his efforts. 

As a consequence, the women of this country, having been en- 
franchised and being to-day at liberty to support themselves, even 
as their brothers may, it is but natural that this freedom should 
reflect itself in the marriage statistics. An American girl 
need feci herself neither disgraced, nor a burden to others, if she 
elect not to marry ; she has the right to labor and to earn her 
own living. She is therefore free to choose her line in life. 

Now, it is a fact that nature is very conservative, and that 
she will guard a man or woman carefully. If there be no outside 
pressure of any kind, and if human beings are left to themselves, 
they will not undertake tasks which are too great for them. 
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This is effected by what we call instinct, because it is rarely that 
persons acting under its dictates are able to give any reason for 
it. Generally speaking, they are incapable of analyzing the mo- 
tives from which they act ; they do not understand that the disin- 
clination they have for a certain proposed course is really but the 
expression of an instinct given them by nature for their preserva- 
tion. It is said the camel will not attempt to rise if the burden 
be too great; but so far as we know, there is no record of any 
camel having given any reasons for sleeping on the ground. 
Quite as dumb are those girls who refuse to marry because they 
prefer their liberty. 

The pressure of American life on one and all of us is very 
great. There is a drive, a bustle, an ever-anxious effort to keep 
up with the procession, to get through the mass of work which 
is before us. The society in which we live is based on excite- 
ment ; the tax it puts on our nerves and brains is of the greatest. 
Women feel this even more than men, and they show the effects 
in the constantly increasing amount of nervous diseases to be 
found among them. With men and women driven in'this way, 
the children are born with a predisposition to nervousness. 
Under our system of educating them, this tendency is stimulated 
to the utmost. 

We have, then, in this country as factors in the problem of early 
marriages, a problem which is taxing some of the wisest brains 
across the water: First, the overwork put on the girls during their 
years in school; second, the fact that they are free to marry or 
not, as they see fit. This latter follows on the two facts: that 
they are at liberty to support themselves, and that there is no 
stigma on them if they remain single. If we will place these 
two factors in conjunction with that instinct of self-preservation 
which nature implants in all of us, we should expect to find early 
marriages among American women not to be the rule. 

The statistics on this point which I find available are worthy 
of special study: 

STATISTICS OF MARRIAGES IN NEW YORK CITY. 

1891. 1892. 

Average age of grooms (years) 28.82 28.89 

" brides " 24.59 24.43 

Number of grooms under 20 years of age 120 145 

brides " " " 2,839 2,959 

Age at which there was greatest number of grooms (years) .... 25.29 25.29 

" " " " next greatest number of grooms (years) 21.24 21.24 

" " " " greatest number of brides (years) 21.24 21.24 

" " " " next greatest number of brides (years). 25.29 25.29 

Total number of marriages 15,764 16,001 
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The evil of early marriages in Europe, showing itself, as it does, 
in the health of the children, has engaged the attention of many 
scientific men. In a discussion before the London Diocesan Con- 
ference, it was declared as the unanimous opinion of that body that 
the evil of early marriages has grown to such an extent as to render 
some reform in the marriage laws urgently necessary. Subsequent- 
ly, at the Congress of Hygiene, Dr. Korosi, of Buda-Pesth, read a 
paper on " The Influence of the Age of Parents on the Vitality 
of Their Children," containing remarkable statements in line with 
the above declaration. He showed, from a comparison of several 
thousand cases, that the proportion of deaths among children 
from weakly constitutions or maladies traceable to the mother 
was twice as large among the children of mothers under twenty 
as among the children of mothers over thirty. Investigation also 
showed that the healthiest offspring was born of mothers be- 
tween twenty and thirty, united to husbands between thirty 
and forty ; where either husband or wife was under twenty, the 
offspring proved generally weakly, this being the case, even in 
Hungary, where the girls become women at the age of 
thirteen. In that country, too, fifteen per cent, of the number of 
marriages shows the brides to be under twenty years of age, and in 
England twelve per cent. 

It may be safely said that this evil does not exist in this coun- 
try, at least to anything like the same extent among the Ameri- 
can-born women. The reason is plain: we have removed the 
necessity which exists among foreign girls of marrying in order 
to be supported ; and although the girls here are practically free 
to marry when they please, the instinct of self-preservation has 
guarded them well. They feel when very young they are not 
strong enough, and they instinctively or wisely wait until the time 
when they will be stronger. The remedy for the evil abroad 
would properly be to allow the girls to support themselves, to 
remove from them the reproach of not marrying, and then to 
trust to their instinct to guard the health of themselves and 
their offspring. Unfortunately, this remedy is one which time 

alone can bring to them. 

Cykus Edbon. 



